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Professor ZHANG Tao, a national-noted TCM 
physician in Guanganmen Hospital, China Academy 
of Chinese Medical Sciences, has rich experience in 
the treatment of orthopedic and traumatic diseases. 
The author fortunately had a chance to work with 
Professor ZHANG during his advanced studies in 
1999, and used the digital point pressure and massage 
on meridians in clinic and obtained a very 
satisfactory result.
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 The digital point pressure- 
massage on meridians is also termed as the “finger 
needle” therapy, “finger pressure” therapy and 
“digital point pressure” therapy. Through many years’ 
study on the basic theory of ancient classics and the 
clinical practice, the author has had a further 
understanding of the digital point pressure and 
massage on meridians and thought that profound 
TCM theories are worth carrying on and developing. 
The following is the comparison of the digital point 
pressure and massage on meridians with acupuncture. 
Manipulative therapy is the earliest medicine in TCM 
and a kind of natural protective response that was 
formed gradually during the struggle between the 
mankind and diseases thus developed the original 
medical experience. Later a close relationship 
between the zang-fu organs, meridian system and 
specific “effective points” was discovered. The 
“digital point pressure” emerged in the martial arts. 
Only when the digital point pressure was combined 
with the theory of the zang-fu and meridians then the 
development quickened. As stated in Suwen (素问
Plain Questions) “massage may soothe the tendons 
and promote blood circulation. The obstructed qi may 
be activated when the corresponding meridians are 
massaged”. As Neijing (内 经  Internal classic) 
records “massage on meridians can make the affected 
region warm to stop pain”. It is further indicated in 
the ancient classics that pressing or digital kneading 
on the points with the finger force and manipulation 
may obtain significant therapeutic effect. The digital 
point pressure-massage on meridians is effective, 
simple and economic with less pain, wide indications 
and no medications. Though the digital point 
pressure-massage on meridians is simple and easy to 
learn its theory is profound. An unexpected 
therapeutic result may be obtained if the theory is 
mastered, correct diagnosis made, and right points 
selected. 
The basic theory of the digital point pressure- 
massage on the meridians is based on the basic 
theories of meridian system, the four examinations 
and the eight guiding principles of syndrome 
differentiation in TCM, in combination with selection 
of points based on differentiation of symptoms and 
signs and clinical experience. This therapy focuses its 
main techniques on digital point pressure and man- 
ipulation. As compared to acupuncture techniques, 
manipulative techniques were less frequently 
mentioned in medical literature. Through his clinical 
practice, the author has found that the theory of 
digital point pressure and massage on meridians is 
the same as that of acupuncture. Acupuncture is the 
therapy in which the functions of the body are 
regulated for curing diseases by stimulating certain 
sites with special needles. The digital point pressure 
and massage on meridians is the therapy in which the 
functions of the body are regulated for curing 
diseases by stimulating certain sites or the affected 
area with various manipulations such as finger 
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pressing, tapping, etc. Its mechanism is to soothe the 
soft tissues of the upper layer of the points, to assist 
the finger force penetrating deeply by changing the 
strength, direction, angle and speed to stimulate the 
acupoints or the affected area. Patients may feel the 
sensation of “getting the qi”, which is similar to 
needling sensation. Though the form of stimulation 
differs their mechanisms are the same and the same 
therapeutic result may be obtained. So, it is important 
to use the digital point pressure and massage on 
meridians correctly, then the good therapeutic effect 
can be achieved. The following is the author’s 
understanding of the digital point pressure and 
massage on meridians as compared to acupuncture 
therapy.  
1. The function of “pressing hand” 
Biaoyoufu (标幽赋 Guide to Acupuncture and 
Meridian) says: “qi may spread when pressed heavily 
and repeatedly with the left hand; and no pain can be 
felt while the needle is inserted gently and slowly 
with the right hand”, which expresses the function of 
the “pressing hand”. The digital point pressure and 
massage may easily cause discomfort and pain if 
used incorrectly, thus affects the strength exerted by 
the finger penetrating into the points. Before the 
application of digital point pressure and massage, the 
manipulations of pressing, kneading, pinching and 
grasping should be applied on the selected points to 
soothe spasm, relax the muscles and relieve pain, 
which is the same as that of “pressing hand” in 
acupuncture and helpful for relieving pain and 
discomfort and facilitating the strength penetrating 
into the desired point during the application of digital 
point pressure.  
2. Manipulation of the “needle-insertion” 
During needle-insertion, it is important to choose a 
correct angle, direction and depth of insertion so as to 
produce the needling sensation, enhance the 
therapeutic effect and prevent the occurrence of 
unexpected accidents. Not only does better 
therapeutic result depend on right locations of points, 
but it depends on the angle, direction and depth of 
insertion. As stated in Lingshu (灵枢 Miraculous 
Pivot) “the needle-insertion should be shallow and 
quick for the infants and thin persons but deep with 
longer retention of needles for the strong and big 
patients”. And “the needling deeply with retaining 
needle should be adopted in treating yin syndrome 
and the needling shallowly with rapid manipulation 
should be carried out for treatment of yang 
syndrome”. Suwen (素问 Plain Questions) records 
“before acupuncture treatment the constitution of the 
patient should be carefully examined such as big or 
thin body so as to adjust qi of the patient according to 
the patient’s personal syndrome, deficiency or 
excess ”. And “the depth of needling is based on the 
depth of disease”. Dr. WANG Ji in the Ming Dynasty 
said in Zhenjiu Wendui (针灸问对  Acupuncture 
Questions and Answers) “the depth of needling only 
depends upon correct determining of the depth of the 
disease”. All the statements indicate that the depth of 
needle-insertion may be chosen in accordance with 
the patient’s age and condition. The technique of 
digital point pressure-massage is similar to that of 
needle-insertion in acupuncture. Under totally 
relaxing the soft tissues on the selected point, the 
strength exerted by pressing and tapping stands for 
the depth of the penetrating strength and stimulating 
intensity. The strength applied should be based on the 
patient’s condition, age, constitution, seasons and 
depth of meridians running. The right angle, direction, 
speed and strength of the manipulations should be 
determined according to the location of the 
manipulation to be performed, treatment requirement, 
the constitution of the patient, such as big or thin. So 
the penetrated strength should be shallow and the 
manipulated time short for infants and thin patients 
while the strength should be strong and the 
manipulated time long for the strong and big patients 
during the treatment. The strength should be mild for 
the points on the head, face, chest and back but 
forceful for the points on the four limbs, hip and 
abdominal regions. The strength should be shallow 
and the manipulated time short for the patient with 
yang syndrome, exterior syndrome and acute illness 
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while the strength deep and the manipulated time 
longer for yin syndrome, interior syndrome and long 
duration of illness. 
3. Techniques of “manipulation of needles”  
As stated in Zhenjiu Wendui (针灸问对 Acupuncture 
Questions and Answers) “if qi doesn’t circulate, flick 
the needle gently to make qi circulate quickly”. It is 
said in Zhenjiu Dacheng ( 针 灸 大 成  Great 
Compendium of Acupuncture & Moxibustion) that 
“ if the needle is inserted without the arrival of qi, 
press the corresponding channel up and down, right 
and left to make qi and blood circulate evenly and 
naturally.” All these indicate that after the needle is 
inserted a specific manipulation should be applied so 
as to promote the arrival of qi and enhance the 
therapeutic effect. When pressing and tapping 
manipulations are applied, the proper strength at a 
certain depth should be kept, at the same time, the 
other manipulations such as tendon-separation, 
tendon-regulation, and tendon-poking should be 
performed together on the diseased area or on points 
to enhance the “arrival of qi” and relax the adhesion 
so as to improve the therapeutic effect. In addition, 
“scratching manipulation” is often added to activate 
the meridian.
3 
4. Dominating and concentrating the mind, and 
getting the qi 
4.1 Dominating and concentrating the mind: As 
stated in Suwen (素问 Plain Questions) “the essence 
of needling is to dominate the mind.” In Lingshu (灵
枢 Miraculous Pivot) it is said  that “one must 
examine the patient carefully first and then treat by 
acupuncture according to the conditions of his 
spiritual activities”, those stress the importance of 
dominating and concentrating the mind and also 
indicate that physicians should not only observe the 
manifestations of the disease but also the 
psychological state of the patients. Only when the 
above information is received and the corresponding 
needling techniques are applied, can the required 
therapeutic effect be ensured. The same principle 
could be used during the treatment with the digital 
point pressure and massage on the meridians. It 
requires physicians to concentrate their mind on the 
fingers and the tip of the elbow to carefully observe 
the reaction from the patients, especially the thick 
part of the muscles, where physicians may feel such a 
mild trembling of the muscles by the fingers and 
elbow, like “a fish swallowing the bait” when patients 
have the sensation of “getting the qi”. When the 
muscle under the finger and elbow is rigid and the 
muscle of the whole body tense or with a painful 
facial expression, which often indicates that the 
manipulation used is incorrect and should be adjusted. 
In Lingshu (灵枢 Miraculous Pivot) it is said that 
“poor doctors stick to the form while good doctors 
stick to the ‘spirit’.” It requires the physicians to 
follow the statements which records in Lingshu (灵枢
Miraculous Pivot), “A physician should concentrate 
his mind on needles”. Biaoyoufu (标幽赋 Guide to 
Acupuncture and Meridian) says that “the eyes of the 
physician should stick to the diseased areas, his or 
her hands like holding the tiger, and his or her heart 
has no other distracting things to care about, just like 
welcoming a VIP from afar” when the methods of 
adjusting qi and directing qi are adopted during the 
treatment with digital point pressure and massage on 
the meridians. 
4.2 Getting the qi: A response caused by the 
manipulations of adjusting and directing qi after 
applying digital point pressure and massage in the 
area of a point, is called the “getting the qi”. It is 
similar to “needling response” produced by 
acupuncture. But the “needling sensation” is the 
feeling developed by the tip of needle when the point 
is stimulated, while the “getting the qi” is developed 
by the penetrated strength when the point is 
stimulated. The digital point pressure and massage 
under the state of getting the qi may improve the 
therapeutic effect through appropriate tonifying and 
reducing methods. The phenomenon of getting the qi 
is clearly described in Biaoyoufu (标幽赋 Guide to 
Acupuncture and Meridian) that “light, slippery and 
slow sensations are felt by the doctor beneath the 
inserted needle during acupuncture, which means 
‘not getting qi’, and sunken, hesitant and tense 
sensations are felt by the doctor beneath the inserted 
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needle during acupuncture, which means ‘getting the 
qi’.” Getting the qi is related with the therapeutic 
effect. “The therapeutic effect is good when getting 
the qi” and “the therapeutic effect is quick when 
getting the qi quickly”. So, getting the qi is important. 
When getting the qi, patients may feel the sensation 
of sourness, distention, heaviness and numbness as 
well as transmitted sensation in the treatment area. 
The speed and strength of getting the qi have a close 
relationship with the condition of the patient as well 
as the skillful techniques of the physician. There are 
many reasons why the qi is not got, such as incorrect 
selection of points, or incorrect angle, direction, 
speed and force, or weak constitution and qi 
deficiency of the patient. So qi arrives slowly or does 
not arrive even waiting for a long period of time. It 
doesn’t mean that there is no therapeutic effect when 
such influences exist as different constitution of the 
patient, sometimes weak sensation of getting the qi or 
even no sensation of getting the qi. Under the 
circumstance of not getting the qi, we need adjust the 
angle, direction, speed and the force. Qi may be 
induced when a specific manipulation is applied. 
After getting the qi, we should follow the 
requirements in Suwen (素问 Plain Questions), that 
“cautiously maintaining the needling sensation 
without any alteration after meridian qi has reached”. 
Generally the needling sensation should be 
maintained for about 1 min.  
The therapeutic effect of digital point pressure and 
massage on meridians could be significantly 
enhanced if the above principles are adopted to reach 
the criteria of “a manipulation, which is carried out in 
the patient and he or she should not bear any 
suffering, could be called a technique”, which is 
stated in the book named Yizong Jinjian (医宗金鉴 
The Golden Mirror of Medicine).
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The research on the needling technique in 
acupuncture as well as clinical appliance may help us 
to deeply understand and learn digital point pressure 
and massage on the meridians from different aspects 
so as to improve the therapeutic effect, and help us 
develop new research techniques based on the 
traditional acupuncture theories, broaden the 
indications and enhance the therapeutic effect. 
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